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• However, the positive impacts on school and classroom outcomes did not consistently translate into 
improvements in student behavior or achievement outcomes. Additional analyses were conducted to 
explore the relationship between school-wide or classroom effects and effects on student behavior or 
achievement (see Appendix C and Exhibits C.16 and C.17). These analyses provide opportunities to better 
understand how this MTSS-B approach did and did not work, which may suggest ways to strengthen the 
program. For students overall, improvements in the management of their classroom and the climate of their 
schools were unrelated to how much their behavior and, subsequently, achievement improved. For the 
group of students initially struggling with disruptive behavior, improvements on some aspects of classroom 
management and school climate were linked to improvements in their disruptive behavior—the primary 
focus of the program. However, these classroom and school improvements did not seem to be related to 
improvements in reading achievement. Instead, if anything, effects on less emphasized aspects of the 
program, such as students’ attention to schoolwork, were related to effects on reading achievement and 
therefore may be more productive in improving this learning outcome. 
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Exhibit 10. Impacts of MTSS-B Program on Classroom Functioning 
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HOW THIS STUDY EXPANDS THE EVIDENCE ON MTSS-B 

This study’s findings underscore both the potential and the limitations of multi-tiered systems of behavior 
support as a way to help students and schools. This broad approach is being widely promoted and adopted, 
but evidence of its effectiveness is limited, as is guidance about which types of schools are likely to benefit.42 It 
is therefore important to extend the learning from this study so that those making decisions to refine or adopt 
MTSS-B strategies have more to draw on. 

In particular, program developers and schools might want to consider these key aspects of the approach: 

• Aligning program adoption where needs are greatest. The study findings suggest that the extent of 
effort to adopt and implement this MTSS-B program may not be warranted in all schools. This study, in 
combination with earlier studies, suggests that this type of program may be more beneficial where 
student behavior is a significant challenge. In contrast to earlier studies, schools in this evaluation did not 
have significant behavioral problems to begin with, according to teacher ratings. District and school 
leadership may have believed there to be widespread behavioral issues based on general impressions, 
leading them to volunteer the schools to participate in the study. But the educators who worked with 
students on a daily basis seemed to have a different perspective. This may have limited the potential for 
improving student behavior. Schools and providers may want to consider ways to assess behavior issues 
and students’ needs before significant investments in adopting MTSS-B strategies are made. 

• Improving mechanisms to enact the strategy and to identify and support students in need of 
supplemental support. While study observers found MTSS-B systems and practices to largely be in place 
in the participating schools, principals and MTSS-B team leaders reported challenges with: (1) fully 
understanding the strategy, and (2) meeting the demands and time needed to implement the strategy. 
This could mean that the program needs to improve training or provide tools to make implementing the 
strategy more feasible. 

• Strengthening connections between program components and academic improvement. The 
program’s primary focus on addressing students’ disruptive behavior in the classroom and offering 
supplemental supports when needed may not be sufficient to improve academic achievement, either for 
students with behavior issues or for that of their peers. To boost these program effects, program 
developers and educators might consider enhancements to MTSS-B that take advantage of a smoother 
functioning classroom and more directly target behaviors affecting academic instruction and learning.  

Supporting improvements in student behavior will continue to be important. Experimentation with and 
studying different strategies are critical to expanding the evidence base. 
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ENDNOTES 
 
1Breslau et al. (2009); McClelland, Acock, and Morrison (2006).  
2Duncan and Magnuson (2011). 
3Carrell, Hoekstra, and Kuka (2018). 
4This study uses the term ‘multi-tiered systems of support for behavior’ to describe the program because it is the 
umbrella term used in the field although the selected training provider’s program is also aligned with the more 
specific school-wide positive behavioral interventions and supports framework. 
5In 2018, 26,424 schools were identified as using Positive Behavior Interventions and Supports (Sugai and 
Horner, 2020), which is also referred to as Multi-Tiered Systems of Support for Behavior (MTSS-B).  
6Reinke et al. (2011); Ingersoll (2001).  
7See Lee and Gage (2020) for a review of the existing research.  
8Bradshaw, Mitchell, and Leaf (2010); Bradshaw, Waasdorp, and Leaf (2012); Horner et al. (2009).  
9The Center for Social Behavior Support was a collaboration between the Illinois-Midwest Positive Behavior 
Interventions and Supports (PBIS) Network at the School Association for Special Education in DuPage, Illinois, 
and the PBIS Regional Training and Technical Assistance Center at Sheppard Pratt in Maryland. The training 
materials used for the study have been archived (see Center for Social Behavior Support), and the Midwest PBIS 
Network regularly updates these materials. See the Midwest PBIS Network’s website for the most recent versions 
of training materials. 
10Many MTSS-B programs include supports for students not improving after they are provided Tier II 
supplemental supports (sometimes referred to as Tier III), but the program fielded here did not train schools to 
implement this tier or to conduct universal screening by fielding periodic brief assessments of all students to 
identify students who may be struggling. Additionally, in order to focus on areas with the most evidence from 
prior studies, limit the burden on school staff, and avoid activities that could spill over to the non-participating 
schools, some features of MTSS-B were either not included or were not a focus of the current program. 
Specifically, the program tested here did not include activities prior to the adoption of MTSS-B to build teacher 
support for the program (because schools were randomly assigned to participate), there was limited support for 
involving district staff, and there was no support for involving external stakeholders. See Appendix A for more 
details on this. 
11Eighty of these schools continued with the year of follow-up data collection after the training and support 
program had ended. 
12For districts where the proportion of students from families with low incomes varied widely among study 
schools, schools with similar proportions of such students were clustered together and random assignment was 
conducted within each cluster. Within each district or cluster, two-thirds of study schools were assigned to 
receive the program and one-third were assigned to continue with usual practices.    
13This analysis is also called confirmatory analysis in the research literature and is distinct from exploratory 
analysis, which is discussed in the next bullet. See Appendix B for the distinction between these two types of 
analysis. 
14This group of students was identified based on teacher ratings of student behavior in the fall of the first 
program year. See Appendix B for more information about how this subgroup was identified. Also see Appendix 
D for an analysis demonstrating that the findings are not sensitive to this subgroup definition. 
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15Horner and Sugai, 2015. 
16This survey was adapted from the Teacher Observation of Adaptation-Checklist. See Koth, Bradshaw, and Leaf 
(2009) and Bradshaw and Kush (2020). Teachers could only rate the 70 percent of students whose families 
consented to this activity. Several analyses examined the potential for bias in the student rating sample due to 
non-consent and some subsequent teacher non-response. These analyses are summarized in Appendix D. As a 
result of some significant differences in the background characteristics of respondents and non-respondents (see 
Appendix Exhibit D.3), the study applied weights to account for potential non-response bias, and the analysis 
demonstrates that the findings are not sensitive to these adjustments (see Appendix Exhibits D.9 and D.10).  
17Kindergarteners were excluded from data collection and analyses partially out of concerns about the reliability 
and validity of the behavior measures when used for very young children as they first enter the school 
environment. The decision was also affected by the budget constraints. As a result, findings from this study 
cannot be generalized to kindergarten students.   
18The study adapted scales from the Organizational Health Inventory (Hoy and Tarter, 1997), Delaware’s school 
climate survey (Bear, Gaskins, Blank, and Chen, 2011; Bear, Yang, Pell, and Gaskins, 2014) and the U.S. 
Department of Education’s School Climate Survey (National Center on Safe Supportive Learning Environments). 
19Classroom observations were conducted using an adapted version of the Assessing School Settings: Interactions 
of Students and Teachers (ASSIST) protocol as the data-collection tool (Rusby, Crowley, Sprague, and Biglan, 
2011).  
20The study used the School-wide Evaluation Tool data-collection tool to assess the extent to which the school-
wide MTSS-B infrastructure and practices were implemented in both groups of schools. See Horner et al. (2004). 
To assess the provision of the supplemental support practices, the study team used an adaptation of a similar 
protocol called the Individual Student Systems Evaluation Tool. See Anderson et al. (2007); Debnam, Pas, and 
Bradshaw (2012). 
21Program data include web-based meeting minutes recorded by the school team, behavior-monitoring data from 
the web-based data system used by the program schools, and logs of daily activities recorded by MTSS-B coaches. 
22Appendix D presents findings for the sample of students for whom both achievement and behavior outcome 
data are available for both program years. Importantly, achievement test scores are only available for students in 
grades 3 through 5. Findings for this consistent sample largely corroborate the findings presented in the report 
(see Exhibit D.12). 
23While the sample of students in this study had a high proportion of Hispanic students, the tested MTSS-B 
approach was expected to be broadly applicable across a range of settings including districts and schools that are 
predominately Hispanic. The impacts in districts that are predominately Hispanic were similar to other districts 
in the study, supporting this expectation. See Appendix Exhibit D.18. 
24This finding is based on annual state achievement tests administered to students in grades 3 to 5. The student 
sample for this analysis of academic achievement is different from that used for the analysis of student behavior, 
where teacher ratings are available for grades 1 through 5. Appendix B provides more details about the samples 
and Appendix D presents findings for the sample of students for whom both achievement and behavior outcome 
data are available. The findings for that sample are similar to those in the main text (see Appendix Exhibits D.12 
and D.13).  
25Prior studies evaluating the effects of behavior support programs delivered to all students have shown they can 
produce the greatest benefits for those students struggling most with behavior. See Chuang, Reinke, and Herman 
(2020); Kellam et al. (2008); Bradshaw, Waasdorp, and Leaf (2015). 
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